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INTRODUCTION

in 1987 I brought a copy of my newly published ethnography to the famly
that had hosted me during my fieldwork, from 1978 to 1980, in an Egyptian
Bedown commumity No one in the commumty knew Enghsh, not many were
htterate even m Arabic Yet 1t was important to me to offer them the book
They entoyed the photographs, winch I had carefuily selected with an eye to
the way people m the commumty would “read” them, making certain that at
least one member from each of the farmilies I knew was included We
discussed the book and 1ts purpose My host thought 1t 2 pity | had published 1t
m English since his mnferest was i persuadmg non-Bedoumt Egyptians of the
vahdity of his way of life He wented to know who m Amenca was n-
terested—who would read 1t? Not many people in Amenca were interested, |
said. but [ hoped 1t would be read by people who wanted to understand the
Arabs—mostly students and scholars who spectzhized 1 understanding the
different ways human beings around the world live

This descniption of anthropology's avowed purpose sounded odd in that
context “Yes.” my host remarked. “knowledge 1s power (L-mi‘rifa guwwa)
The Amencans and the Brnitish know everything They want 1o know every-
thing about people, about us Then if they come to a country, or come to rule
it. they know what peopie need and they know how to rule ~ I laughed
“Exactly'” I said, and told him that a well-known book written by a Palestin-
1an professor 1n America had said yust that My Bedouin host had brought up
an 15sue about the politics of scholarship that we as Western-onented scholars
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have only recently begun to explore seniously In Middle East Studies,
Edward Said’s Orientalism (169}, following several earher criiques (1, 21,
115), opened up this domain of questionung, and 1t 15 with this 1ssue that any
discussion of anthropological theories about the Arab world must begin

What follows 1s not a comprehensive catalogue of the literature 1n Middle
East anthropology but a tracing of the shapes and patterns of anthropological
discourse on the Arab world I focus on theory and confine my discussion
mostly to anthropologtcal works published 1n or translated mto English 1n the
past decade I am concerned with the relationshup of the anthropology of the
Arab world to two somewhat distinct enterprises the study of the region and
anthropological theory more generally Other important reviews (70. 99)
present more detail and different perspectives, in Gilsenan’s case a Bnitish one
with more wit and historical depth

I begin with a consideration of those anthropologists whose work. although
based on fieldwork in some part of the Arab world, has been pnimarly
directed toward and taken up by anthropologists outside the circle of Middle
East specialists Their contributions to anthropological theory have been n
two related areas epistemology and the analysis of culture or :deology In the
second half of the essay I turn to anthropological works that, while taking up
or speaking to theoretical concerns. locate themselves more squarely within
the study of the Arab Middle East I show that the zones of anthropological
theornizing about the Arab world are few and begin to ask the questions raised
by this observation Why 1s theorizing distributed into these particular zones®
Why do the zones have these particular boundanes?® What fashions and forces
channel this distribution® What limets, exclusions, and silences does this
distribution entail?

Through this critical reflection on my work and the work of my colleagues,
I hope to illuminate the ways in which our scholarship 15 part of a complex
world, not just about (and outside) 1t Like all reviews, this one 1s partial, 1
have had to be selective and have been unable to do justice to the subtlety or
range of argument and ethnography 1n many of the exemplary works I do cite
This review 1s also situated—a reading and writing from a particular place.
from an mdividual who 15 personaliy. mtellectually. pohticaily, and histor-
wcally situated 1 hope to make clear that 1t could not be otherwise

Orientalism and Anthropology

Anthropologists do not usually consider themselves Ornientalists (and have
often been looked down upon by traditional Onentalists) because their train-
g within the discipline of anthropology has been stronger than their tramming
in the languages. literatures, and hustory of the Middle East Yet they fall
within Said’s defimtion of an Onentahist as “anyone who teaches, wntes
about, or researches the Orient” (169 2) Said, however. means something
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both more specific and more general than this stmple defimtion suggests He
defines Ortentalism as ‘a style of thought based upon an ontological and
epistemological distinction made berween “the Onient’ and (most of the tme)
‘the Occident.” ™ and also argues that Onentalism 15 “a corporate 1nstrution
for dealing with the Orient—dealing with 1t by making statements about 1t.
authorizing views of it, describing 1t. by teaching 1t. setthing 1t, ruling over 1it”
(169 2-3) This Foucauldian approach to Onentalism as a “discursive forma-
tion” enables Said to analyze a whole group of texts constuuting a field of
study for themes, correspondences, affiliations. and silences. and to show
how these texts interpenetrate the political and economuc project of colomzing
“the East ”

Is anthropology, where Said’s formuiations are often considered problem-
auc (e g 44), implicated” The totalizing opposition between East and West
does not have particular currency 1n anthropology, where other dichotonues
such as pnmitive/modern. black/white, savage/civilized, and now self/other
are more salient Some even argue that complex tuerate societies like those
found in the Middle East or the Indian subcontinent do not fit easily within
these dichotomies and have. for that reason, been second-class cizens when
it comes to anthropological theonzing (cf 18) For Said one of the most
striking charactenistics of Onentalism 15 1is textuahity. especially the way the
truihs about a “real place” called the Orwent are created out of texts that seem
to refer only to other texts for thewr authonty This 15 what he calls the
citationary nature of Onentalism Here, too, anthropologists would seem at
first to be reasonbly mnocent. since they pride themselves on working n
commwmties no one clse has visited and tend to gather theirr matenal from
“the field,” not the librarv As recent cntics of ethnographies-as-texts have
noted, they are supposed to acquire theyr authonty from such devices as
quoting from fieldnotes and telling stories that testufy to their presence at the
scenes of action, theirr “direct expenience™ (45, 126. 127)

However. insofar as the Maddie East colomalism analyzed by Said 1s only
one mstance of Eurepe’s domination of the rest of the world, cntiques of
anthropology s lisks to colomahism might be expected to follow hines simlar
to Said’s There 15 a growing hiterature on this subject withan anthropology.
most of it going well beyond the simphstic and conspiratonial handmaiden-of-
colopiahism arguments such as those that accuse anthropology of bemng a
justification for colonial rule Arguments hike these are easily rebutted with
accounts of the ways particular anthropologists opposed colomal officials or
tried to help ‘natives” or defenses that anthropologists are hiberals who, like
Franz Boas. were mn the vanguard of the battle against ethnocentnsm and
racism

What Said and the more sophisticated of the critics of anthropology’s
relatronship to colomahsm (20. 23, 46, 77. 125, 172) are trving to get at is
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sometnng far more subtle and pervasive, what Said calis “a distribunion of
geopolitical awareness mnto aesthetic, scholarly, economuc, sociological, his-
torical, and philological texts” (169 12) This may work through individuals,
as Said suggests in a passage noting the obvious point that

if 1 15 true that no production of knowledge 1n the human sciences can ever ignore or
disclaim sts author’s involvement as a human subject m his own circumstances, then it must
also be true that for a European or Amencan studying the Orient there can be no
disclamng the main circumstances of his actuahty that he comes up agamst the Onent as a
Eurcpean or an American first, as an mdividual second And to be a Eyropean or an
Amercan in such a situation 1s by no means an nert fact It meant and means being aware,
however dimly. that one belongs to a power with definite interests in the Onent, and more
mmportant, that one belongs to a part of the earth with a defimite history of snvolvement 1n
the Onent almost since the ime of Homer (169 11)

The fundamental structural inequality between the worlds of Western scholars
and thewr Third World subjects affects 1n complex and indirect ways the
disciplines within which such ndividuals work Questions like who 1s writing
about whom, whose terms define the discourse, and even, as Asad (23)
argues, who translates whose concepts and whose language bends io the
other, need to be explored

To say this 15 not to demy that there are exceptional individuals, that
individaal works are always to some extent umgue, that there are historical
shifts that must be carefully attended to, or that there are contradictions and
ambiguities within any discourse/world situation, contradictions that imply,
as Asad notes (20 18), the potential for self-criticism However, 1t 15 crucial to
keep m mind that there are no easy solitions to the problems raised by such
disciphinary cnitiques Contrary to what naive attacks on Middle East Studies
or enthusiastic (pro and con) musreadings of Said have suggested, Said
(169 322) nightly argues that “the methodological fatlures of Orientalism
cannot be accounted for erther by saymg that the real Orient 1s dafferent from
Ornentalist portraits of 1t or by saying that since Onentalists are Westerners
for the most part. they cannot be expected to have an inner sense of what the
Ortent 15 all gbout ™ Such clauns, which apply equally to anthropology.
ignore the way that the “Middle East” (or any other ethnographic area) 15
always a construct, both political and scholarly. and assume that knowledge
of 1t could somehow be separated from power and position and made some-
thing pure—two presumptions Said refuses to make and takes great pains to
refute (169.10) It follows then that the truth-claams made by even an -
digenous anthropologist who lives i and wdentifies with the society he or she
wrttes about would have to be subjected to the same sorts of questions (See 4,
13, 15, 78, 144, and even 55, 113, 146 on research by insuders ) The most
important pownt Sard makes 1s that the kinds of representations of the Onent
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thar Onentalism has purveyed have not been merely nisunderstandings but,
rather, a necessary aspect of the establishment and maintenance of a certain
power relation [ will return to these questions of what could be called “the
politics of place™ when I examune anthropolegical theonizing about the Arab
world Before that, I want to take up the work of those anthropologists whose
theorizing seems less localized

Analyzing Human Action. Culture, Ideology, and Discourse

In 1975, the parochialism of Middle East anthropology was such that 1t could
still be said in the last major review of the field to appear in the Annual Review
of Anthropology that “‘anthropological studies 1n MENA (Middle East and
North Africa) have largely failed to attract an audience of scholars beyond
those devoted to undertaking such studses themselves” and thar “with few
exceptions. contributions to anthropological literature based on Middle East-
emn research have fasled to have an important impact upon theoretical con-
cerns 1n the field of ethnology™ (81 183) This 13 no longer the case Middle
East anthropology can now claim two hghly influential anthropological
theonists, Clifford Geertz and Prerre Bourdieu, as well as some of the key
figures (Vincent Crapanzano, Paul Rabinow, and Kevin Dwyer) m what some
refer to as “reflexive anthropology ™ At least a brief discusston of thewr work
1s essenttal, what follows, although bnef, should be enough to reveal the
thrust of the recent anthropological theory that has emerged from work 1n the
Arab world. This 15 a different matter from anthropology’s contnbution to
theory about the Arab world. which will be examined n the second half of
this essay

It seems to have become fashionable to crticize and even dismiss Geertz
for what amounts to the sin of wnting well He is accused. often with a
pecultar anmmus, of wieldmg hus magical pen to conjure phantoms capable of
taking 1n his poor unsuspecting readers These strange charges must be taken
as a mbute to lus stature There are cnticisms to be made of Geertz’s
approach, but they must begin with a recogmtion of the nature of his theoreti-
cal contribution He shares with Bourdieu two central concerns the relation-
ship between social actors and the ideas they work with and the relationship
between objectivaty and subjectivity 1n modes of social analysis Drawmng on
and thus reacting against different intellectual traditions, however, they have
ended up representing different theoretical turns n anthropology

Although Geertz’'s work covers a wide range of topics, s distnbuted
throughout a large number of books and essays wnitten over a long penod, and
1s based ethnographically on fieldwork in Indonesia (Java and Bah) as well as
Morocco (and 15 often expheitly comparative), I pick out only a few of its
most mfluential general aspects He remtroduced mto an anthropology in-
fluenced by either Emile Durkbheim or Franz Boas a Webenan concern with
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“meantng” or “culture” and thus interpretation This links m immediately to
Iiterary criticism, and he has indeed played nchly with the metaphor of
cultures as texts to be read (e g 88) What anthropologsts should do 1s to
mnterpret people’s actions, even the most munute, 1n terms of systems of
pubhcally shared symbols and to seek to understand how these symbols shape
people’s understandings and feelings His article on the Moroccan “bazaar” as
a cultural system 1s his most recent and extended analysis of a Middle Eastern
society in these terms (90)

Geertz’s arguments have mfluenced the direcuon Amenican anthropology
has taken over the last two decades Mediating the debate between the
behaviorists and 1dealists by argmng for a view of humans as essentially
cultural and their actions always meaningful or symbolic, he balanced the
British anthropological concern with social structure (which had domipated
Middle East anthropology) with a stress on cultural anaiysis and interpreta-
tion His notion of cultures as texts and hus recognition of the textual nature of
ethnography [“writing fictions™ (89 15)] laid the groundwork for what has
now become a major 1ssue 1n anthropology, the relationship between field-
work and the writing of ethnographies (see¢ also 91)

Thus raises the question of method According to Geeriz what 1s to be read
1s social action Because 1t 1s important to get at what Mahmowska (124) called
“the native’s point of view.” the anthropologist must try to figure out what
peoples” acnions mean—to themselves and to others To designate this process
he borrows the notion of “thuck description™ from the philosopher Gilbert
Ryle and. with the help of a story told to hun 1n 1968 about an altercation 1n
1912 among Berber tribesmen. French colomal officials, and a Jewish shop-
keeper 1n the mountamns of Morocco. argues that ethnography consists 1n
mterpreting peoples’ actions in terms of the interpretations with which they
themselves work—in this parscular case, misinterpretanons due to “a confu-
sion of tongues "

The Moroccan tale illustrates immediately some of the troubling questtons
raised by Geertz’s approach First there 1s the ambiguity about who 1s doing
the reading and the uncertainty about how meammngs for various individuals or
groups are to be mferred Thus the text he provides could be read at one level
as a tale told to a visiting American anthropologist about how arbitrary and
terrible the French were when they came to the area Second there 1s a
problem about whether this story 1s about misunderstandings or rather the
political process of colomal dommation, of which deliberately creatnng “mis-
understandings™ may be a crucial part For at another level the story can be
read not as one about human musunderstandings created when different
“frames of interpretation” are brought together (admuttedly, as Geertz notes.
by the colomal presence), but about the tragic results for one poor Moroccan
Jew of the French officials’ imposition of control. at a particular historical
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moment. over the {ocal population using confiscation and 1mprisonment as
part of their techmque

Bourdieu, the other major theonst with ethnographsc experience 1n the
Middle East (among the Kabyles m Algena), has theornized more exphcitly
both the relattonship between the anthropologist’'s and insider’s un-
derstanhngs of suuations and the ways that “misunderstandings”™ mght be
vital to the way power operates i social ife Although his own approach has
weaknesses that will be discussed, 1t can profitably be used to laghhight the
assumptions and lacunae m the Geertzian approach

Bourdiceu begins by arganng that “the anthropologist’s particular relation to
the obgect of his study comtans the makings of a theoretical distortion ™ This
distortion 15 due. he says. to the anthropologist’s very position-—however
* direct” fus or her experience—as an observer, one who 1s "excluded from the
real play of social activities by the fact that he has no place 1R the system
observed and has no need to make a place for lnmself there * This exclusion
“inchnes am to a hermeneutic representation of practices, leading him to
reduce all social relations to communscanve relations ™

Condemned to adopt unwittingly for lis own use the representanion of action which 15
forced on agents or groups when they lack practical mastery of a highly valued competence
and have to provide themselves with an explicit and at least sermi-formahized substitute for
1, fthe anthropologist] 1 his preoccupation with interprening practices. 1s inchned
introduce mto the object the pninciples of s relatton to the object (33 1-)

Bourdieu thus argues that the unwary “outsider” anthropologist mustakes
practical activity for a drama played out before a spectator. an object ta be
observed. a representation to be interpreted or read Although pnimanly
directed to the structuralists, whose formative mnfluence 1s reflected in Bour-
diew’s own work (and although neglecong to consider, incidentally. the
particular rmphcations of the outsider besng a Frenchman 1n French-occupied
Algerta), this critique could well be used to question Geertz’s hermeneutic
approach, his view of “culture” as text or model, and hs assumption that
soctal action has to do prumenly with meaning

If Bourdien would question “reading” as the proper mode by which an-
thropologsts should analyze social action, be would be equally suspicious of
the Geertzian notion that the people we study are themselves reading one
another He considers “practice” the central object of study, and his notion of
human actors 15 that they are pnmanly engaged 1n regulated mmprovisations in
the art of hiving In answer to the questzon of why individuals 1n parhcular
comimumties seem to act sumilarly, he prefers a concept called **habitus” to
“culture ” By habstus he means dispositions that generate and structure prac-
tices and representations but are themselves structured by such things as
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matenal condihons charactenistic of a class condition (33.72, 78) Unlike
Geertz, he 1s especially concerned with those political and hestoncal forces
that create a particular habius, which i tum generates what the an-
thropologist percerves as cultural regulanties

For method Bourdieu proposes a dialectical movement between, and m a
sense beyond, a phenomenological and an objectivist approach By “phe-
nomenological” he means the expenience people themselves have of their
world By “objectivist” he means the outsider’s knowledge of the structures of
the social world that shape this expenence and of the nature of this primary
experience as that which is “dented exphcit knowledge of those structures™
(33:3) He 1s especially interested 1n the understandings the actors themselves
are denied—the role of “musrecognition” or misrepresentation of the meaning
of actions in enabling dommation to occur

In what has been described thus far, and more evident in his brilhant and
detalled ethnography of Kabyle society, Bourdieu’s affimties with Marx
rather than Weber are clear If Geertz can be faulted for seeming to view
“culture” as overly unified and tumeless and for passing too lightly over
questions about the social, economic, historical determinations of culture and
1ts role 1n power relations, Bourdieu must be confronted with ambiguities
mherent 1n the Martan concept of 1deology as a mysufymg tool of power
Imphcit 1n this concept 1s a belief in the possibility of stepping outside the
structures to know the “truths” that ideology masks (for example, the ms-
recogmzed strategies of domination), and an assumption that at bottom, as
Bourdieu suggests in his analysis of “symbolic capital,” these truths are
economic (e g 33 183

As anthropologists have pursued analyses of sociocultural hfe made possi-
ble by therr mmitial nsights, some of the limitations of both Geertz's and
Bourdieu’s theoretical approaches are becoming more apparent One type of
phenomenon that resists analysis 1n terms either of a theory of culture or a
theory of 1deology 18 the coexistence of contradictory discourses, especially
when one seems to subvert the other I found this not 1 a place hke colonial
Morocco but within a relatively homogenous group where the contradictory
discourses were linked to different groups defined by gender or age and even
characterized the same individual speaking in different contexts (4) Second,
like most anthropologsts, both Geertz and Bouardieu have been unable to find
satisfactery ways of dealing with histonical transformation Other 1ssues with
which they grapple—such as how to mediate the dualities of 1deal versus
matenal, subjective versus objective, representations versus practices, knowl-
edge versus power—are far from resolved

Among those whose work addresses itself o dilemmas posed by these
approaches 1s Michel Foucault, whose notions of discourses and discursive
formations, always historically situated, always tied to and produced by
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power (whether from the center or the margins), provides us with a pro-
vocatrve and wmteresting way of thinking about 1ssues of social actors and theyr
1deas (See 86 for a cninque of the notior of ideology, 84 for an early
formulation of discourse, and BS, 86 on power and discourse ) Although
anthropologasts are only beginning to explore theoretical pathways Foucault
opens up, this 1s a direction that could (as Orienralism demonstrates) be
frastful Fmaily, one must ask what the consequences, if not determnations,
are of social theorizing that concentrates on the mternal dynamcs of cultures
treated as ahsstoncal social wholes detached from their giobal contexts—
theorizing that does not seriously question the global apd historical conditions
of its own presence

Fieldwork and Ethnographic Wniting

Epistemological concerns like those raised by Geertz and Bourdieu have come
to the fore 1n theonzing within anthropology over the past decade Some
associate this scretiny with a despair over the frapmentation of anthropology
as a disctphne Others associate it with an exhalaration bomn of the disintegra-
tion of postivistic paradagms (47, 127) Three anthropologists who worked 1n
Morocce 1n the late 1960s and early 1970s—Rabinow, Crapanzano, and K
Dwyer—have been central figures m this discussion, which mvolves a
questioning both of the fieldwork encounter and of the relahonship between
the encounter and the preductien of ethnographic texts

All three are concerned about the tendency to 1gnore the process by which
knowledge about the Other (as they refer to their objects of study) 15 ganed.
hence the disengagement of the activity of fieldwork from its result in the
wrtien text In his early work (work that he might now renounce), Rabinow
(156), like Geertz, argued that anthropology was an interpretive enterprise
and extended this hermeneutical approach to the actual situation of fieldwork
With Bourdieu, however, he asserted that anthropological “facts™ were a
hybeid product of the encounter between the anthropologist and the persons
being studied, and must not be confused with the hived expenence of the
latter In the process of being guestioned by the anthropologist, “the n-
formant must first learn to exphcate his own culture to begmn to objectify
his own hife-world” (p 152) Both are active in developing “a system of
shared symbols” (p 153) In other words, Rabinow saw fieldwork primanly
as a (halt:ng and imperfect) process of commumcation and the creation of
mter-subjective meaning

His essay 15 a mix of theoretical reflection and bnef accounts of his
attempts to communicate and develop relationships with a number of -
formants who were, as he puts 1t, his guides to vanous zones of Moroccan
culture by virtue of therr own diffenng social iocations within Moroccan
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society (156 156) He orders the mformants by their increasmg “otherness,”
proceeding from the French-speaking hotel owner to the orthodox paragon of
a samntly lineage This progression serves as the narrative drama of the book
whose climax 1s his final confrontation with utter “otherness,” & confrontation
that makes lim decide 1t 1s time to go home, hardly a year after he has begun
fieldwork

Crapanzano and Dwyer, too, are disturbed by the anthropological conven-
tions of transmuting negotiated reahities to objective ones attributed to the
Other (53 x), but their accounts take more seriously than Rabimmow’s the
consequent need to reveal the nature of actual encounters Where Rabinow
confesses that he sometimes “collapsed” individuals to make composites,
Crapanzano (53) and Dwyer (64) structure their books 1n an experimental
fashton around their relationship with a single individual, mterspersing in-
terview material with commentary and theoretical reflection

Crapanzano’s bock 1s a complex, evocative and highly self-conscious
reflection, often within a psychoanaiytic idiom, on what transpired within the
space of his encounter (p xri1) with Tuhami. an unusual and troubled Moroc-
can tile-maker marred to Aisha Qandisha. a she-demon As Tuhami's
interlocutor he “became an active participant 1n his hife history™ (p 11).
eventually succumbing to the temptation to take on the role of therapist
Crapanzano rtecogmizes in this transformation of theiwr relationship the
reproduction of the famuliar power dynamics of the colonial relationship, just
as he recogmzes i his role as wrter and mterpreter of the encounter a
privileged position of final authority Yet his central concern remains the
dynamics of the interpersonal relationship

Dwyer's more dedicated effort to expose what 1s hidden mn what he calls the
contemplative stance of anthropology adds a twist to Bourdieu's argument
about the projection of the experience of the outsider onto the workings of the
soctal worlds bemg studied Dwyver reminds us that anthropologists do not
really stand outside the societies they study, they stand 1n a defimite historical
and social relation to those societies They come from dommant societies and
they intrude just as coloniais did before them (64 274) The Self and Other are
not 1solated from each other, nor 1s their encounter 1solated from the world-
histortcal conditions that shape 1t (64 270)

His book attempts to reformulate anthropology’s project mn line with a
destre to let “the Other’s voice be heard addressing and challenging
the self” (64 xxit) Like Crapanzano, he focuses on the human encounter
between anthropologist and informant. 1n his case one Moroccan villager with
whom he tape-recorded a senes of interviews (what he calls ditalogues) about
a number of events (broadly defined) over the course of one summer Unhke
Crapanzano. he chooses actually to reproduce the “dialogues” he had with this
man, including all the questions the Moroccan was responding to He pre-
serves the sequence to make clear both his own role 1n the interactions and the
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mcomplete. conungent. and always changing quality of the exchanges out of
which anthropologists develop their knowledge of other societies

Laudable 1n these works is the attempt to expose the complex character of
the stuff out of which anthropological “facts” are made by showing the
pecuhanties and mmcompleteness of the personal encounters out of which
knowledge comes By exposing thewr own contnibutions to the encounters.
Dwyer and Crapanzano also make themselves vulnerable in ways unusual for
social scientists, a goal Dwyer explicitly embraced Crapanzano tells us that
n addition to feehing ambivalence about the encounter with Tubham and to
structuring and hmsting 1t. he fundamentally betrayed the relationship by
suddenly abandoning Tuharm (which would have been an unpardonable made
of termination for a therapist) Dwyer alows us to see the intrusive nature of
his questions and the way 1n which the dialogues were nitated by mm and
occasionally annoyed his mformant

Yet 1t 15 as 1f this personal self-exposure obwiates the need for critical
analysis of the self 1n the encounter, and thus some of the most important
questions—about the pohitics of the anthropological encounter—are side-
stepped Iromically. these theorists who deplore the false distance of objectiv-
ity nisk settng up the divide between self and other as more fundamental,
fixed, and absolute In all three works. one senses a distance at the core of the
encounter This 1s conveyed by the very absiractmess of the designation
“Other.” by the revelauon of a lack of mutuality n the relationships them-
selves, or by the refusal to fill in the context 1n such a way as to make an
informant’s comments seem sensible and ordinary Crapanzano wntes about a
man who 15 a seriously maladjusted. unusually isolated, and miserable person
m hus own society Although s Iife history brings certain cultural 1ssues mto
relief, t may also ipadvertently highlight the " otherness™ of Moroccans
Dwyer’s villager 1s more ordmary, but we know him only as the sometimes
tmpatient answerer of Dwyer’s questions In labelling as a dialogue what 15
actually a senes of questions and answers. Dwyer unphicitly denies the
possibalities of a real conversation In stnpping s villager of the context of
his community. Dwyer makes 1t seem as if the two of them stand opposite
each other as Western-style 1solated mdividuals m a social voud

Rather than fetishzing the impossibility of empathy through this rexfication
of the Self/Other distinction. one 1s tempted to go beyond this critique of the
positivistic assumptions and conventions of anthropology by asking. too, how
the Western self maght be shored up and given an identity by such op-
posttions To recogmize that the self may not be so umitary and that the other
might actually consist of many others who may not be so “other” after all 1s to
raise the theoretically interesting problem of how to bmld i ways of accept-
g or describing differences without denying simiantes or tuming these
vanous differences into a single, frozen Difference [a point Appadura: (19)
also makes about the anthropological construction of “natives™)
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Geopolitics 15 one of the most crucial factors both dividing and umting
Western anthropologists and the people they study All three of the reflexive
anthropologists whose language for self and other tends toward the existential
or literary also remark that they are historical and social selves But, like
Geertz and Bourdiew, they hardly elaborate For example, Dwyer, like Rabi-
now. refers to the colomal situation and to the French 1n setting the terms of
his encounter with a Moroccan, neither refers much to the contemporary
relations between Morocco (as an Arab country) and the United States, or
considers how therr relationships, as Amencans, with Moroccans might have
been colored (on both sides) by the polanization made vivid by the June 1967
war or the general mequality between the two societies There are other
aspects of these anthropologists™ selves that could have received more atten-
tron gender, ethnicity, and disciphnary constraint [although Crapanzano (52)
does talk about some of the ways this disciphnary anthropological self affects
the process of wnting ethnography] All are elements that make up their
selves and interact in perhaps conflicting ways wath aspects of “others” they
encounter

THE POLITICS OF PLACE IN ANTHROPOLOGICAL
THEORY

If 1t can no longer be said that there are no theorists m Middle East anthropol-
ogy whose work 1s read outside the field, even if this theonizing 1s hmited to a
certain set of questions and slanted away from history and global pohitics, 1t ts
stull true that most theotizing 1n the anthropology of the Arab world concerns
more localized problems The second half of this review covers an-
thropological work specifically devoted to making sense of the Arab world
Because of the reliance on the “direct expenence™ of fieldwork (however
problematized by the reflexive anthropologists), anthropological work may
seem less citationary than Orientalism, less hiable to congure up a “real place”
out of texmal references I want to argue. however, that anthropological
wntng shapes a Middle East of its own, fashioned out of conventions,
standards of relevance, imagmnaiive and political concerns, and zonmes of
prestige

I take as a startng point Appadurai’s (18) argument, made in response to
Ortner’s (151) major review of anthropological theory He asks about the
relationship between scholarship (in this case anthropological theonzing) and
place (which he cails the “purioined letter of anthropolegy™) His thesis s that
“what anthropologists find, 1n this or that place, far from being mndependent
data for the construction and venfication of theory, 1s m fact a very com-
plicated compound of local realities and the contingencies of metropolitan
theory” (18 360) One could call this the politics of place mn anthropological
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theorizing, and 1t 1s with the politics of theornizing about the Arab world that I
am especially concerned I concentrate on Anglo-American work Separate
treatment is requred for the pohitical 1ssues raised by the subjects and silences
of either the French corpus or the Israels or Israel-based anthropological work
on Arabs (see 22, 74. 117, 142)

The anthropology of the Orient 1s a special blend that cannot be reduced to
Onentahsm or understood without reference to the context of general an-
thropological preferences, whose imprint can be seen clearly 1n its contours
As Appadurai notes, there are prestige zones of anthropological theorizing,
mostly determined by amthropology’s tendency (uatil recently) to concentrate
on “the small. the simple, the elementary, the face-to-face” other and to avoid
the compiex, hterate, and hstoncally deep (18.357) These tendencies are
reproduced in Middie East anthropology m a number of ways. one of the most
obvious of wiuch 1s through geography

Geographically, the prestige zones are Morocco and now North Yemen
These two coarmtries have more n common than scenic mountamns and gov-
ernments friendiy to Amencan visitors and researchers Exotic, colorful. on
the periphenes of the Arab world (Geertz calls Morocco a “wild west sort of
place™), they are wdeal sites for anthropologists At least they are as 1deal as
anywhere could be 1n a region as muserably deficient in myth and “pagan”
ritual and as abundant mn clothing and mstonical complexaty as the Middle
Bast. These two counines also share the virtwes of bemng away from the
central war zones and the political minefield of the conflict over Palestine

Ths 15 not to say that anthropologssts do not study other places m the Arab
world But as a rule, and especially lately, periphenes seem preferable to
cores and sparsely populated deserts and mountains seem preferable to dense-
ly populated and well-watered regrons that are centers of power One can see
the foci of work i Middie East anthropology in part as the resuit of the
interaction of the particulanties of the Middle East situatior with the general
romantcism of anthropology and its uneasy sense that since most of its
analytical tools were honed 1z simple societies they are unwieldy if not useless
m different sorts of comexts Gilsenan’s wry observation that the dilemma he
faced beginning fieldwork 1 Cairo in the 1960s was whether “there was a
space small enough for my anthropological fieldwork™ (99) 15 telling

Appadura’s most msightful remark 1s that especiaily 1n 1ts studies of
complex civilizatsons anthropology tends to develop “theoretical metonyms™
or “gatekecpimig concepts concepts, that is. that seem to hmit an-
thropological theorizing about the place in question. and that define the
quintessentizl and dommant questions of nterest 1n the region” (18 357 As
someone who works on India, he s parhicularly disturbed by the pre-
dorminance of theorizimg about caste as the “surrogate” for Indian society (18,
133
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Is the same true of the Middle East” I think so It seems to me that there are
three central zones of theonzing within Middle East anthropology segmenta-
tion, the harem, and Islam To switch metaphors, these are the dommant
“theoretsical metonyms™ by means of which this vast and complex area 1s
grasped I examine below how most anthropological theorizing about the
Arab world 1s onented to these linuted topics. which resonate with (but cannot
be reduced to) Orientalist themes Had this review not been restricted to
studies of the Arab Middle East, the themes mught have been different.
anthropological work in Iran and Turkey has been more agranan- and urban-
centered and more concerned with stratification, although 1ts own zones might
include ‘' despotism

How does 1t come to be that theorizing appears more or less restncted to
these zones’ Although the answers are various (see below), some general
powmnts can be made The first is that paradigms popular within a discipline or a
branch of a discipline always perpetuate discourse m certamn veins The
second 15 that the exigencies of academic politics and careers must also play a
part 1n restricting zones of theorizing 1 any field Rabmow’s (157) renunder
about the tmportance of academic pohitics 1n the production of texts 15 a
cruciat and underexplored point No doubt the standards (albeit changing and
disputed) of anthropological competence against which work 1s judged con-
tribute to shaping what 1s produced All of us work 1n national intellecrual
miheus that shape how and what we work on Also. unless one speaks to
1ssues that concern others 1n the field. one 15 hikely to be 1gnored and one’s
work to float ghost-like. seen but unseen. popping up suddenly 1n a lone
reference only to disappear agamn Finally, it cannot be derued that one way to
make a name for oneself 1s 0 say something new about an old debate.
preferably 1n argument with a famous elder. dead or alive But these are only
the most general and superficial of the determinations of these zones In what
follows 1 explore others

Homo Segmentarius

Perhaps the most prestigious and enduring zone of anthropeological theorizing
about the Arab world 1s what 15 known as segmentation. segmentary lineage
theory. or tribalism The hterature 1s vast, the genealogy long [some begin
with Robertson Smuth (159) in 1885]. the pedigree impeccable [a mostly
Brtish line with Evans-Pntchard (75. 76) prominent], and the theoretical
distincuions fine Tribal sociopolitical organization or ideology has indeed
been a field where some of the best minds in Middle East anthropology were
exercised. whether in working out the meaning and significance of segmenta-
tion or, more recently, 1n denying 1t Before considering why this 1ssue takes
up an nordinate amount of anthropological space. 1 outline briefly the points
of debate within this arena of social theonzing
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Among anthropologists who see segmentation as something central to
understanding Middle Eastern society. the main cleavage 1s between those
who see 1t as a description of the sociopolitical organization of tnbal groups
and those who see 1t as an ideology, vanously defined and attributed Most
early works fall into the former category (48, 94, 101) The kinds of n-
stituons examined m thas structural-functional approach are those thought to
bind and divide men-—the land, resources. and patrimony that unite and the
feuds that divide, as well as the medsators (in North Africa the samtly
Lineages) who prevent total violence The central probiem for these theorists 15
how social order 1s mamtained 1n acepbalous societies like the tnibal socienes
of the Middle East The answer has to do with the segmentary lineage which
balances opposed groups at varying levels of sociopolitical organization The
result. according to the conventtonal wisdom, 1s a system of “ordered an-
archy ”

The trend 1n recent ethnography has been to see segmentation, the segment-
ing genealogy, or the paradigm of patrihmeal kinship as 1deological, describ-
ing not what groups do or do not do “on the ground™ but how they think or talk
about themselves and what they do A number of these theorists seek to
demonstrate what other forces impinge on tribesmen to determne their social
and pohtical behavior Behake. for example. posits ecology as the basic
* constramnt and mcentive” i Cyrenaican Bedouin choice. interacting with the
morally charged conceptual kinship system (30 185) Peters (153, 154y, also
dealing with Cyrenaican Bedomns. argued strongly that the system mght be
an 1deology. a set of beliefs that the ‘natives™ had about how their system
worked. that bore Little relation to sociological reality or what actually hap-
pened at times of confhet He argued for a matenal determination of social
groupings based again on some sort of economuc/ecological concerns
Lancaster (114 35. 1531) 1s concerned with how, among the Rwala Bedoumns.
genealogy 1s a mampulable means of explamning the present and generating
the future He sees most actions as pragmatically motivated economic and
political efforts to balance assets and options These are. however. “invari-
ably couched wn scgmentary, genecalogical terms ™

Rather than just describe the 1deology of segmentation or describe how 1t
works, Meeker also tries to explamn why 1t developed historically ‘The
guestion 15 not whether Near Eastern tribal people actually adhere to genea-
logical principles in thesr political behavior,” he writes. “‘but why they should
have conceived of such a bizarrely formal paradigm of political relationships
with such disturbing imphcations™ (130 14) For hum * the pelitically segment-
1ng penealogy 1s a form of political language” suggesting ‘a play of
relanonships around a problem of political violence™ (130 15) Finding seg-
mentary politics relatrvely absent in the tribes of North Arabia, he argues that
it must be understood as a pecubiar adaptation to the circumstances of a
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pastoral nomadic tradition and a pohtics tempered by the interests arssing
from sedentary agnculture (as 1n North Africa and Yemen) The central and
more pervasive Near Eastern problem 18 the threat of violence posed by the
possession of aggressive mstruments (mounts and weapons), a problem
Mecker regards as the implicit subject of the Rwala poetry he analyzes

Caton (37-41) 15 also concerned with segmentation as a form of polstical
rhetoric n tribal societies and explores the implications of the notton that
“pohitical rhetoric 15 a commumicative act of persuasion which 15 made n
response to conflict n the segmentary social order” (37 405) He 1s especially
concerned with how conflict 1s mediated 1n such tribal societies, where order
seems so fragile because central authonty, by defimtion, 1s not only lacking
but actively resisted as antithetical to tribesmen’s ultimate values of
voluntanistic action and political autonomy (40) This leads lum to a nch
understanding of the role of tribal poetry as political rhetoric essential to
dispute and its mediation (41)

This 15 only a partial hist of theoretical elaborations on segmentation as
1deology It does not include, for example, either the interesting and much
more historically grounded recent discussions of pohitical discourse 1n a tribal
1diom n the context of modern states like Jordan (118, 119) and Libya (56,
57) or the radically structural interpretation to be presented below In addi-
tion, the structural-functional version of segmentary theory has elicited one
other type of response rejection This position 1s represented most clearly by
Rosen (166, 167) and H Geertz (93). whose reaction agamst the vision of
Moroccan society as segmentary corresponds to a theoretical rejection of the
premuses and emphases of the social structural approach in anthropological
theonzing 1n favor of a cultural or tnterprefive approach

Arguing that “the Interature on kinship and family relattonsh:ips 1n North
Africa and the Middle East has been unnecessanly burdened with a model of
opposing descent groups whose internal segments are structured genealogical-
ly,” Hildred Geertz hopes to show that this model 1s inadequate Even if
Moroccans occasionally use segmentatton as an ichom. “therr more fun-
damental concepts of intergroup and mterpersonal relationships are really
quite otherwise™ (93 377) Rosen has developed most fully this notion of
fundamental concepts of social attachment In the Morocean case he proposed
orgin, locality, and relatedness as “the fundamental bases to which -
dividuals can iook for possible relationships as they set about constructing a
network of personal ties” (166 101)

Both Combs-Schilling (49, 50) and Dresch [60, and in a way even
Joseph & Joseph (108)], for different reasons have argued that this debate
between the segmentary and dyadic medels of Moroccan social relations
presents a false dichotomy Combs-Schilling, somewhat like Salzman (170),
argues that both are idioms available to Moroccans 1 different contexts
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Dresch, in a more theoretical vemn, argues that both partake of a falsely
mechanical type of soctal analysis with a msplaced focus on the mteractions
of sohd bodses, either corporate groups or mdividuals, rather than on structur-
al principles To understand what he proposes as an alternative that both
remamns true to the mterpretive project of dehneatng the actors’ assumptions
and rescues segmentary theory, we must take up his attack on Gellner. who
sparked much of the recent discussion of Muddle East segmentation

Before taking up Dresch’s attack on Gelner, 1 shall mention one other sort
of argument. besides the mierpretivisis’. leveled agamst a2 Gellnenan view of
the total fit between segmentary theory and segmentary society Hammoudi
(100)}—who, unhke Dresch, accepis Gellner’s claim to be Evans-Pritchard’s
heir—demes the vahdity of his extreme segmentary model He shows, mostly
through hustorical evidence, that the very tribes Gellner studied 1n Morocco do
not conform to the model and that the segmentary genealogical pnaciple
provides the basis for hierarchy as well as the proverhal equahty of tnbes-
men. Hammoudi argues that Gellner has inposed his simple theory on a
compleX siuation, “brushing aside all story™ (including 50 years of colomal
admmstration) This 1s easy to do, he adds, in situations where the people in
the society being studied themselves hold this wdeology But for Hammoudi it
1s clear that neither the tnbesmen's ideology nor the corresponding an-
thropological theory describes Moroccan realities

Dresch (60), who disputes Gellner’s claim to Evans-Pntchard’s legacy.
argues that what actually happens in any particular instance 1s not relevant to
the validity of segmentary theory He accuses theorists of havimg misread
Evans-Pritchard’s  structuralist message and rendered 1t a structural-
functionalist theory of corporate groups Actually, he maintams, 1t1s a theory
of segmentation or balanced opposition as a structurat pranciple, this principle
has the same sort of exteniority Lowms Dumeont (62) attributes to the principle
of hierarchy (based on the opposition between pure and impure) in Indian
(caste) society “The actor 15 constituted,” Dresch argues, “in accord with the
same structural principle as the categories with which he works and the forms
of action avalable to him™ (60 319} For Dresch (ke Dumont), calling
segmentation (ltke hierarchy) an ideclogy downgrades 1t and dentes the
mtimacy of the refation of action to the nouon of segmentation (60 318-19)

in Dresch’s work, segmentary theory thus reaches its most developed form,
and Middle Eastern tribal man becomes homo segmentarius There are two
problems with this In recapitulatmg through the medmm of Middle East
segmentazy theory the movement within Bnitish socia] anthropology to claim
Evans-Pritchard as a home-grown precurser of structurahsm, Dresch stops
theoreucal time 1 the early 1970s Struewsralism has in the past decade and a
half been sabjected to a range of quite serious critiques, the most trenchant of
which have emerged in France Even if he prefers not to consider the more
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philosophical poststructuralist arguments of Foucault or Dernida, Dresch must
at least take 1nto account Bourdieu’s critiques of the 1deahism of structuralism
Specifically relevant are Bourdieu's analysis of the relationstlip between
official representations and practical strategies and even a simiar concern n
Eickelman with implicit and explicit practical notions (70) and “the pohitical
economy of meaning™ (68)

Second, one must ask about segmentation the same question Appadura
(17-19) has asked about caste (and particularly the Dumontian structuralist
version of caste) Why privilege this aspect of society and say 1t accounts for
the whole? To be fair, Dresch says segmentation 1s not the only principle at
work 1n trnibal society But he mentions no other On the contrary, he remarks
{60 313) that “segmentation 1n the Yemen case has an oddly mclusive power
What 1s put mto the system emerges looking like tribalism ™ I find more
stniking the oddly inclusive power of theories of segmentation in the an-
thropology of the Arab world

In general. the question that must be raised 1s Why has there been so much
theor1zing about segmentation® Even if one grants that some agricultural
societies 1n the Arab Middle East are tribal. and that therefore the analytical
1ssues are relevant to understanding more than the approximately 1% of the
Middle Eastern population who are pastoral nomads or transhumants, the ratio
of anthropologists. articles. and books to population remains staggening If 1n
defense anthropologists want to argue that segmentary opposition 1s a wide-
spread principle of Arab social hife. they will have to show 1ts relevance in
nontribal contexts Such studies have not been done

That anthropologists are beginning to sense this excess seems apparent
from the justficatory statements that now regularly preface discussions of
segmentafion For example. Meeker wntes

There are now many Near Eastern anthropologists who believe that the enure question of
political segmentation and tnbal genealogies should be set aside as an exhausted area of
research So long as segmentary theory 1s concerved as a problem of describing political
alliances, they are no doubt correct Yert the segmentary theonsts in general. and Evans-
Prichard in particular. have touched upon a distinctive feature of Near Eastern inbal
societies (130 14)

“Segmentary lineage theory.” Dresch reiterates, has had 1ts day m
studies of Middie Eastern tnbahism Nothing satisfactory has replaced 1t
[Allthough lineage theory 1s best discarded, the simpler 1dea of segmentation
which underlay 1t 1s less easily dispensed with and remams useful” (60 9)
These statements could be read as symptomatic of the increasingly defensive
tenacity with which Middle East anthropologists are clinging to this theoreti-
cal metonym

Certainly no one—not even the interpretivists—would deny that tribalism
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or segmentation has some relevance for understanding some Middie Eastern
societies But I think we need to stand back from the internal debates about
segmentation to ask why 1t has dominated anthropological discourse on the
Middie East Some of the volume of this work can be dismissed as an artifact
of the previously nowed anthropological proclivity for working mn “simple”
societies 1n remote places In the Arab world. Yemen and Morocco are such
places, and tribal groups, especiatly pastoral nomads. constitute such “sim-
ple” societies  Some of it can be atmbused to the emphasis n social anthropol-
ogy on soctal and political orgamzation and the concern with formal systems
of classificatton  Yet, other Middle Eastern probiems that were both appropri-
ate to socia] anthropological theorizing and arenas of tremendous concern 1n
the 1950s and 1960s (notably patniateral parailel cousin marnage). have
practically faded from attention mn the last decade (but for reviews see
4 5658, 145-148. 10-176-78, 107. 121) The concem with segmentation has
been central to pehtical anthropology since the 1940s. and there 1s little doubt
that pelhitical anthropological paracigms can be related in a vanety of ways to
both concerns of colonial admumsiration and hiberal paradigms in social
science Segmentation may seem to be the only 1ssue 1n the anthropology of
the Arab world that relates to a classical anthropological debate actually
transcending the regton. as Dresch so masterfully points out in a later article
(61) But any answer to the question of why segmentary theory 15 a prestige
zone 1 the anthropology of the Arab world n the 19705 and 1980s must also
consider the themes or referents of segmentary theory men. politics. and
violence

I have argued clsewhere that the primacy of the theme of segmentary
lineages in the hterature on Arab tribal societes 1s due 1n part to the association
of men with politics m modern Western societies Without denying the
existence of segmentary concerns in Middie Eastern societies. | suggested that
‘a felicitous correspondence between the views of Arab tribesmen and those
of European men has led each to reinforce particular interests of the other and
to shight other aspects of experience and concern” (4 30)

One mportant clue to the fact that this 1s a masculine discourse 1s the way a
vanety of thinkers tmk the concept of honor to segmentary poliics The
Iiterature on honor 15 substanual. for both the Middie East and the northern
shore of the Mediterranean. 1t could easily have formed a separate section of
this review (see also 96. 102. 103) But 1t can be subsumed, at least for the
anthropology of the Arab world, under the heading of segmentation because
one thing remains constant 1 the discussions (2. 33, 36-38. 60. 107, 128-
130) the merpretation of honor as an attribute or 1deal exclusively of men
Women either are not considered at all or are viewed as that which men must
protect or defend to maintamn therr own honor

Adra (11 and 1 (4) have both questioned this association of men with
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honor 1 explore, for the Awlad ‘Ah Bedomns, how honor 15 the moral 1deal
of both men and women and argue that modesty, usually interpreted negative-
ly as shame, 15 rather the form that honor takes for the weak or socially
dependent In making this argument about the dialectical relationship between
honor and modesty in the Bedowmn moral system, I show that both men and
women are included within a single social system and that any social analysis
must therefore be able to account for both men and women and for their
relationships  One imphication of my analysis 1s that conventional definitions
of politics, as the system of relations among men about external affawrs, are
too narrow The politics of personal Iife and the system of dommation mn the
“domestic”” domain of the family and lineage mtersect wath the segmentary
poliucs of tribal life, they are part of politics

The second point 1s that segmentation theory 1s a discourse on pohtical
violence (182) This violence 1s implicit 1n works that posit soctal order as the
central problematic, 1t 1s exphicitly discussed m all those works on tribal Iife
that take up the subjects of raids, feuds. and disputes It could even be argued
that a concern with pohitics and masculine honor 1s always to some degree a
concern with potential or actual conflict and hence violence There 15 scat-
tered evidence, however. that the emphasis on pohitics (narrowly defined) or
the threat of violence may be less pronounced in the societies than in the
relevant studies of them Gilsenan (97) shows how Lebanese villagers circum-
vent n their social action the seemingly rigid rules of violence associated with
a concern about honor My own work (4) in a tribal commumty uncovers the
coextstence of a highly valued discourse of vulnerabihty and attachment
counterposed to the official discourse of honor Eickelman’s (67) emphasis on
“closeness” as a fundamental concept of relatedness among Moroccan tribes-
men suggests affihative rather than agomstic concerns

More interesting to reflect on 15 the meaning to anthropologists of this
political violence said to he at the heart of segmentary societies It seems to
have two sides, and anthropologists a corresponding ambivalence toward it
On the one hand, in many cultures, mcluding several Western ones. agonistic
encounters are emblems of virility A certain admiration tinges descriptions of
the fierce independence attributed to those 1n segmentary societies, including
Middle Eastern tnbesmen These are real men, free from the ¢emasculating
authonity of the state and polite society Furthermore, for many writers, these
tribesmen represent romantic political ideals of freedom from authonty and
loyalty to democracy But as Rosaldo (163 96-97) has argued 1n an mtriguing
rutmination on the rhetoric of Evans-Pritchard’s celebrated study of the Nuer,
the anthropologist’s grudging admrration of the Nuer’s indomutability coin-
cides with lis own anthropological project of interrogating and observing
within the context of the Bntish colomal political project in the Sudan
Rosaldo suggests that a fascination with the freedom of pastoral nomads 1s 1n
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part a rhetorical assertion of anthropologists’ freedom from the projects of
domunation 1n which they participate, directly or indirectly

The other side of political violence i1s s danger Modern Ihiberals find
problematic the nights of individuals or local groups to bear arms or engage 1n
self-help politics That those who hive wathout govermment are barbanc is
thought to be apparent from the raiding and feading that, according to
segmentary theory, are central and endemic activities 1n tribal societies Do
such societies represent to us the mghtmare of never-ending violence and
counterviolence growmg from the agonsstic prnciple of segmentation?

In companng the Onentahsts’ descripnons of Middle Eastern despotic rule
and the fuactional anthropologists descnptions of Afnican tribal rule, Asad
{21) has shown that images of the polstics of other sociehes are hinked m
complex ways to pohtical relations between the societies being studied and
those domng the studymg He has also shown the unportance of considenng
the pohitical nterests of the observers’ secietses at particular historical mo-
ments Although one must be extremely careful to distingwsh popular and
scholarly discourses on tribaliam, the current abuses of segmentary theory for
the purposes of political anaiysis are disturbing In Op-Ed pieces in the New
York Times, written by academics, tribalism has served as an explanation for
Middle East “terrorism” (¢ g 27) Ina recent book (155) reviewed gingerly in
that same newspaper, the Arabs’ alleged falure to modermize, 1nability to
cooperate, despotic rulers, emotionahty, mendacity, fatlure to produce tech-
aology or art, and subordmation of women are attnbwted to the legacy of
tribalism and the deology of honor Imsistence on the essential segmentan-
ness of Arab socteties seems to facilitate their representation as espectally
divisive and violent

A full analysis of the discourse on segmentation would have to place 1t
histoncally m the context of a changing world pohitical situation Such an
effort. beyond the scope of this review, would have to include some con-
sideration of the timing of interest in Middle East segmentation long after its
echipse n Afnican stdies Although these reflectsons on masculimty and
violence do not constiate a fuil answer to the question of why segmentary
theory 1s such a promment part of the anthropological discourse on the Middle
East, 1 hope at least to have suggested how theonzing about one Middle
Fastern subject may be caught up in and shaped by an extraordinarily complex
confluence of academic, pohitical, and 1maginative streams

Harem Theory

In the past decade or so, theorizing about women, gender, and sexuality has
begun to challenge, 1n both quantity and significance though not in prestige,
that on segmentation. Yet this zone of theonzing itlustrates the ironic way that
scholarship occasionally corresponds to 1ts object I Arab socrety 1s popularly
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known for 1ts sharp sexual division of labor and its ligh degree of sexual
segregation related to an extreme distinction between public and private, a
look at the anthropological literature suggests that such patterns are not
confined to the society being studied Nearly all th= segmentation theorists are
men. while nearly all those who theorize about women are women The
former work mostly among pastoralists or 1n sermi-ggricultural tribal societies,
most of the latter work 1n agricultural villages, in towns, and 1n ciies The
former have long genealogies, the latter short ones In the former the theoreti-
cal distinctions are fine, 1n the latter theoretical debate 15 muted And if the
segmentation theorists are concerned exclusively with pohtics, narrowly de-
fined to refer only to the public world of men. the scholars working on women
begin with (but. as I will argue, successfully move out of) the study of the
women’s sphere, the harem I use the word provocatvely, both to denote the
women’s world and women’s activities and to connote an older. Orientalist.
maginative world of Middle Eastern women which. I will argue. shapes
anthropological discourse by providing a negative foil

Like theorizing about segmentation. theortzing about women follows disci-
plinary trends. as Nelson (149} pownts out 1n an excellent review She situates
anthropoiogical scholarship about Arab women within the larger historical
context of major changes 1n the relationship between Europe and the Third
World (the M:ddle East in particulari—changes linked to changes in the
paradigms of soctal science The first two phases she outhines take us from
work done up to the 1950s. m winch one saw an ~awakening™ of interest in
wormen, to that done up to the late 1960s. in what she calls “the penod of the
empirical gaze ~ During this second penod women were icreasingly brought
mnto public view through scholarship on Middle Eastern women that staved
well within the positivistic paradigm of structural-functionalism The itera-
ture centered around 1ssues of the changing status. position. and role of
women

The next two penods are roughly those covered in the present review
Divided by Nelson 1nto the period in the early 1970s of the “cntical response”
and that in the mud-1980s of an emergent “indigenous response.” they are 1n
my view more of a ptece Nelson writes of the relatnonship between theonzing
and the historical situation

The old paradigms did not provide any resonance for the new structure of senuments that
was emerging—neither i the west where. among other challenges. the fermnist re-
awakemng was forcmng a reexamination of wdeas about gender, female sexuality and
women’s appropnate social roles, nor in the Middle East where the 1967 defeat was forcing
Arab intellectuals to re-think the foundations of their own knowledge about themselves and
their society and 1its relation to the western world (149)

She sees the development during this period of a new anthropological dis-
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course on women mostly by women. many of them from the region. critical of
standard analytical categones and social sciennfic paradigms [although
Strathern (176) warns against applymng the Kuhman notion of paradigms to
soctal science], critical of Islamuc Arab “patnarchy.” and critical of previous
scholarship on women

Nelson argues persuasively that the three most productive spheres of
retiinking and research were the definition and understandmg of power, the
analysis of patniarchy (defined as “mstitutionalized forms of male domtnance
and female subordinatron™), and women and production Work 1n these areas
continues to the present, but due m part to the poliicization of the 1ssue of
women as “a new wind of cultural decolomzation blows through the Middle
East,” a new period and type of theortzing Nelson labels “the ndigenous
quest” has begun to take form alongside 1 The question of mmdigemzing
research s one of “who participates 1n the construction of knowledge about
women w the Middle East and who controls the process” (149). a type of
questtompg related to the epistemological concerns explored by the reflexive
anthropologists

Although Neison's outline of developments 15 compeliing, 1 feel less
sangume about the field with regard to its contributiens to anthropological
theory Before going on to detail what I see as harem theory's most sigmificant
contnbutions and to outline the theoretical and methodological potential of
femimist anthropology, I must express some reservations Like us Middle
Eastern counterparts 1n some other zones of anthropological theontzing, the
anthropology of Middle Eastern women 15 theoretically underdeveloped reta-
tive to anthropology as a whole More disturbing 1s 1ts theoretical un-
derdevelopment relative to fermnist anthropology. which itself, for reasons
explored cogently by Strathern (177), has not kept pace with femtmst theory
or scholarship in other disciplines

In reflecting on why this mught be so. I considered the wider world nto
which books enter Why (1f my unpression 15 correct} do we seem to have a
larger than usual number of monographs only mummmally concerned with
contribatzng to or engagmg with anthropological theory? One factor could be
the apparently large and insatiable market for books on Middle Eastern
women The market has changed over the past two decades, reflecting
changes m the academy Women’s studies has now come 1nto its own as one
of the most mtellectually exciting areas of scholarship and a growth field in
the book industry Yet there 1s snll a sense, with regard to women 1n the
Muddle East, that what people want 1s a glimpse into a hidden life, “behind the
veil ” Books that offer this unwittingly partake w a colomal discourse on
Onental women, a discourse whose elements are mcisively examined 1n
Alloula’s (12} The Colomal Harem

The rony 15 that nearly every anthropological study of Arab women 1s
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mtended, with varymmg degrees of self-consciousness, to undermine
stereotypes of the Middle Eastern woman This oppositional stance 1s, I think,
a source both of the strengths of the field (to be discussed below) and the
weakness of 1ts theoretical development How many books and articles begin
with the same trope that opened my early article (3) on Bedoun women the
grossly misleading conceptions of the harem and of the 1dle or submssive,
velled Arab women This rhetorical ploy—comuring up an imagmned or
mtended auchence of those who hold views that are about to be comected—
risks degenerating 1nto the sole raison d’étre for the study The danger 1s that
the scholar will take the less theoretically rigorous path of arguing agamst a
vague but unchanging stereotype This 1s no way to sharpen one’s thoughis,
nor 1s it a way to develop theoretical sophistication The latter requires
debating each other and bwilding on each other’s work. a process that need not
be adversanal

This battle against shadow stereotypes has contributed as well to a certan
parochialism vis-a-vis feminist anthropology Here our failure to engage with
theory 1s especially disappointing because, unlike many other zones of
theonzing that seem to be tied to place. the comparative potential of theoriz-
ing about gender 15 great Within femimst anthropology there has been a
disaffection with the earhier attempts to universalize and to find analytical
frameworks [hke M Z Rosaldo’s (160) public/domestic distinction or Ort-
ner’s male female culture nature (150). or even the Marxian production/
reproduction] that could encompass gender relations and women’s expenence
i all societies The recogmition of the irreducibility of historical and cultural
specificities has been the starting point of more recent work (161, 186) The
best approach would probably respect and work with the specificities while
being informed by research and theorizing about women 1n other ethnographic
areas

Despite 1ts shortcomings (and [ have been especially critical because I am a
part of this enterprise), work on Arab women, motivated as 1t has been by this
oppositional stance, has been impressive There 15 fine work and theoretical
development 1n at least five areas Furst, by taking seniously women and their
activities, these anthropologists have indeed transformed our understanding of
the harem or women’s world From the work of most anthropologists in the
field (but especially 15, 58, 59, 66. 123, 183). the nch and vaned character of
women’s relationships to each other, to their children. and to the men with
whom they interact 1s unmistakable Also apparent from these ethnographic
studies based on fieldwork primanly within the world of women 1s the vanied
nature of women's activities These range from the predictable ones of
sociahzing children and caring for them and for men within the home, to
activities that take them outside the home, hke visiting and pohticking about
marnages and the fates of relatives as well as other matters (109), participat-
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ing 1n religious activities, and engaging 1n a range of productive activities
The importance of community and the sense 1n which women form part of a
network, whether of kin, affines, or neighbors, have been brought out

A second sigmificant, and refated, contribution has been the msistence of
these anthropologists—as well as others (3, 63, 148)—that women are actors
n therr social worlds This debunkang of the myth of their passive subordina-
tion 1s repeated 1n nearly every account that presents evidence of the ways
women strategize, mantpulate, gam influence, and resist Many have also
shown how sexual segregation creates a space of greater independence of
action in everyday Iife than women have n less sex-segregated socreties

The third crucial area has been the deconstruction of the harem itself
Proceeding from a focus on the women’s world, most ethrographers have
been led to recogmize the chalectical relationship between the men’s and
women’s workds and the wnpossibihty of talking about women’s lives without
talking about men's The theoretical implications of tus are serious, for if
women are not really part of a separate sphere, then how can analyses of the
men’s domams of politics and economics and religion proceed without refer-
ence to women”

This development in thinking about the harem and its imhahtants, Iike the
two earher ones, was facihtated by and contributed to thearetical suspicions
about the categories by which society had previously been analyzed Nelson's
(148) ground-breaking “Public and Private Politics” showed how the con-
veational Western cultural notions of power that previously mformed our
understandings of pohtics blinded us to the ways women participate In
deciston-making and the workings of society Altorki (14) argeed that 1n
societres orgamzed by kinship, marriage arrangement 18 a pohitical meatter, and
one mm which women have a crucial role Davis (58) brought to hight the
mterplay of the formal and informal, and the pubhic and pnivate for both
females and males The most unportant contribution of this theonzing has
been the way 1t has revealed that analvtical categones often conceal Western
cultural notions

The best theorizmg has been about ideclogy and power In her review.
Nelson takes most of this work to be a contribution to the amalysis of
“patrearchy " What interests me about 1t 15 the way it problematizes the notion
of patnarchy, asking a set of questions necessitated by the extreme situation
of Middle Eastern women How do women expertence and mamtain sexual
segregation” How and why do they seem to cooperate 1n this system that is
patently unequal {(even 1if the work discussed above has shown that 1t 1s not as
bad as st looks frem the outside)? How do they contrnibute to reproducing the
system, and how do they resist or subvert 1t”

Such questions have produced a body of complex descriptions of 1deology
about male-female relations n the Arab world This work makes use of a
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range of interpretive devices and takes as its object an unagwative array of
discourses and practices, mcluding ordinary talk and action, folktales {63).
poetry (4, 111), the order of houses (35), sacred. eronc, and legal texts (168),
symbolic elaborations of ntuals such as chitoridectomy (31), the zar (32, 147),
folk 1llness (141), visits to saints’ tombs (132) or other rituals of spnt
possession (51, 122), and most recently, even everyday practices such as
weaving and the milling of grain (135, 152)

Even those cultural studies that do not specifically look at male/female
relations 1n terms of power suggest that women dissent in various ways from
the official or male collective representation of social reality and human
nature For example, Rosen (165) argues that men and women 1n Sefrou begin
with different assumptions about their own sex and the opposite sex, and
Wikan (183, 184) argues that Sohan women judge each other in terms
different from those in which men judge them. bringing into question the
concept of honor El-Messin {72) shows how traditional urban women 1n
Carro have self-rmages unlike mmages of them held by those in other
classes

Arguments like Messick’s (133) about the “subordinate discourse” of North
African women's weaving bring out the importance of looking at power,
however Although he argues that weaving i precolomal North Africa em-
bodied a vision of the role of women and their relations to men alternative to
that presented mn the legal and sacred texts and the official 1deology corre-
sponding to 1t. he recogmzes the subordinate and fragile character of this
alternative 1deology The subordinanion of the weaving discourse 1s related to
the social and political subordination of the group that practices it lower-class
nonhterate women He goes on, m an histonical move rare 1w Middle East
anthropology, to show how the discourse dissolved with the progressive
incorporation of domestic weaving into capitalist production

Practices like veiling and seclusion and the moral 1deology in which they
participate, specifically the discourse on sexual modesty, have provided the
most frustful area for theonzing about the relatonship between 1deology and
power relations Varying wesghts are given to Islam as an ideological system
provading concepts that influence women’s expenence of subordination, an
1ssuc brlhantly considered by Kandiyot1 (112) Using a variety of argaments,
these studies not only reflect the different situations of women within the Arab
world (whether distinguished by class, mode of livelihood, or location n
town or country) but also treat important theoretical differences

D Dwyer’s work addresses debates within femimst anthropology about the
umversality of sexual systems of mequality and argues strongly for “the role
of belief in sexual politics” (63 179) She analyzes Moroccan sexual ideolo-
gy, 1n the 1mages of male and female conveyed primanly i folktales, to show
how 1t differs from Western ideologies, particularly m 1ts developmental
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thrust (men and women change over their ifeimes m opposite directions),
and what implicattons this has for women’s support of a system of sexmal
wequaiity Maher (122) uses the Marxian and Freadian language of repres-
sion, catharsis, and false conscilousness to account for the surpnising (to her,
given the temsion m mantal relationships) absence of antagon1sm toward men
in three women’s nifuals she witnessed m Meorocco

I have questioned the value of the latter sort of argument 1n trying to make
sense of the apparently contradictory discourses Bedouin women participate
1n. the discourses of modesty and of love poetry In analyzing the relattonship
of these discourses 1 was led to explore the interpenetration of power and
deology 1 argued for the existence of muluple ideologies that structure
subective expeniences and that individuals use to assert a vanety of claims 1
also argued for a theory of 1deology and power that respects, m this case, the
way Awlad ‘Al1 women can simultancously reproduce the structures of
dommation through therr commutment to morality and resist them through.
among other things, thewr poetry (4, 6)

The fifth and final area m which harem theorists have made a contrtbution
has been, as Nelson (149) suggested. methodological The epistemological
and political 1ssues raised by the reflexive theonsts discussed above are very
much altve m this zone of theonzmg Gomg beyond the tortured discussions
of the imposstmlity of knowing the Other, however, there has been an atternpt
to nclude the voices of the Other The existence of collections that have
sotght out Arab women’s voices or attempted to let individual women teil
their stories 18 sigficant (25, 79, 80, 133)

More intrigmng perhaps is how, despite problems, there has been a respect
for and concern with the messages of both “indigenous”™ and foreign voices——
a respect greater than in any other branch of fenmmist anthropelogy The
number of Arab or Arab-Amencan women scholars who write on the topic 15
high (e g 3-11, 13-15, 43, 44, 7t. 72, 109, 110, 131, 132, 133, 158)
Scholars are begianing to reflect on the meaming of this “indigemzation” of
scholarship (cf 15) Aathwopologists are increasingly involved 1n a three-way
conversation that includes themselves, the ordinary women they study (gener-
ally noenfernmmst and not formaily educated). and Arab fermmsts and scholars
{E1 Saadaw: (73) and Mermiss:1 (131) being the most influential m the West]
Although one can look envicusly at the Melanesianists, who seem to have
such an extraordinary development of gender theory (e g 178), one wonders
how this 15 related to the muted anticolonial discourse i the region, the
absence of natives’ voices interrupting, questtomng, challenging, and sub-
verting the anthropological enmterprise so dependent on the us/them distine-
tzon What 1s lost there that remains highly visible in harem theory is the 1ssue
of the poliical implications of knowledge and theonzing

Despite these considerable contributions. here academic scholarship 1n the



£ P o ke e s it en

D T s Y e o MMM e

1 i ke sl

17 TSI TRTE-pn v e RV N

264 ABU-LUGHOD

case of Middle East anthropelogy seems to repraduce a structure of knowl-
edge I have descnbed for the Awiad ‘Ah the asymmetry of men’s and
women's knowledge about each other’s worlds (3) Women know more about
the men’s world and its activities than the reverse. Although I have seenmita
source of community (based on secrets) for women, this asymmetry 1s
ultimately a function of unegual power Femmst scholars have seen thewr
work not as an appendage to “mainstream” work but as radically undermining
its basic assumptions and findings mn disciphines from Iiterary criticism to
biology Femunist theorizing about the social world, mside or outside of the
Middle East, has shown how analysis that takes account of gender alters the
understanding of the social worid bemng described and the way social worlds
must be understcod Yet in the anthropology of the Arab world, even more
than 1n anthropology in general, the study of men (represented most clearly in
the study of segmentation) 1s still the unmarked set and the anthropology of
women (harem theory) the marked set

Islam

Islam 1s the third “theoretical metonym” for the Arab world Of a different
order because 1t both encompasses the other two—its ongins are hnked to
tribalism and the ongin of harems are m turn linked to it—and extends well
beyond the geographic confines of the Arab world and the disciphnary
confines of anthropology, it deserves a review essay of its own However,
despite the complexity of the issues and the prohferation of texts being
produced by the Islarmc Studies 1ndustry (mostly outside rather than mnside
anthropology, and not unconnected to perceptions of political urgency), my
own discussion of this zone of theonzing will be bnief In part this 15 because
much of the material and many of the i1ssues have been eloguently and
recently constdered by Asad (24) I only summarize his points, argue with a
few, and discuss some new work Although I conclude by suggesting why
anthropological theorizing about Islam seems both more promising than other
sorts of theonzing about Islam and potentially contributive to the general
development of anthropological theory, it must be remembered, finally, that
however sophisticated, the anthropelogy of Islam cannot be made to stand for
the anthropology of the Arab world Not just because not all Arabs are
Mushms, nor ail Mushims Arabs, but because not all practices and discourses
m Arab societies refer or relate to an Islamic tradwion

Asad begins by asking what various theonsts have taken to be the object of
investigation in the anthropology of Istam Three answers have been given
(1) that 1n the final analysis there 15 no such theoretical object as Islam, (2)
that Islam is the anthropologist’s label for a heterogeneous collection of items,
each of which has been designated Islamic by informants, [andl (3) that Islam
15 2 distinctive historical totality which orgamizes vanous aspects of social
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hfe” (24 1) Dhsmissing the first two 1n a coupie of paragraphs. he goes on, m
charactenistic fashion, to do a devastatingly critical close reading of an
example of the thad type, Gellner’'s Musfim Society (95) From this exercise
he seeks “to exiract theoretical problems that must be examined by anyone
who wishes to write an anthropology of Islam™ (24.3)

His main argument against Gellner and others 1s that there 1s no such thing
as an essential Islamic social structure He bwilds his argument cut of a
number of pieces, beginming with the pomt that equating Islam with the
Middle East and defiring Mushm history as a murror image of Chnstian
history 15 problematic. Then he cnitiques approaches that seek to account for
diversity by adapting the Omnentalists’ polarizes of orthodox/nonorthedox or
Great/Luttle Traditions m the form of a dualism of puritanical town faith
versus saint-worshupping countryside faith, the latter two correlated with two
types of social structure, one urban and centralized, the other rural and
segmentary

Asad pomts out that Gellner elaborated these notions with the help of
scgmentary lineage theory (as described above) and then argued that they
covered most of the Middle East and nearly all of Mushm history He then
criticizes the forms GeHner uses to represent the social and political structures
of classic Mushm society dramatic narratives that mastake tnbes for social
actors He finally shows the madeguacy of the ways these theorists analyze
both society and religion (24 2-14) As an alternative he argues that the cbject
of study must be recogmzed to be a “discursive tradition,” a concept whose
meaning he goes on to outlne

My quibbles with Asad are not about these basic points but about the way
he shghts some recent work, most parncutarly Gilsenan’s, which he sees as
exemplifying the second approach to the anthropology of Islam To fault
Gilsenan (98) for failling to come to terms with the fact that commumutes of
Mushms beheve that other Mushims’ beliefs or practices are not Islamic may
be fair But to reduce jus position to a relativistic acceptance of the dea that
Islam 15 whatever Muslum informants say it 15 does not do justice to Gilse-
nan’s considerable contribution to anthropological theonizing about Islam
Giisenan’s fundamental respect for the ordinary people through whom he
comes to recogmze Islam 1s important in itself, 1r addtion, his limking of
these “different and sometumes mutually exclusive apprehensions and prac-
trces of Islam™ (98 265) to social forces (ranging from colomalism to the
emergence of new class divisions) 1s a breakthrough for anthropology Asad
undervalues the creativity involved 1n the vanety of domans to which Gilse-
nan wrns m his search for Islam—the Lebanese salon, the colomal city, the
passion play, the maracle of peanuts Finally, he does not appreciate Gilse-
nan's sensitivity to 1ssues of reflexivity and method in ethnographic fieldwork
and wnung, embodied 1n the personal voice that weaves the thoughts and
observauions together mn his text
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Others not cited 1n Asad’s review are also contributing to the an-
thropological study of Islam m mteresting ways Munson (145) allows us to
ghmpse how the forces Gilsenan outlines have been and are being hived by a
number of individuals 10 one extended famly 1n Morocco His “oral istory of
a Moroccan famly” vividly brings to Iight the complex ways that Islam as a
discursive tradition 1s interpreted and deployed 1n people’s lives 1n a push and
pull that involves political, rhetorical, and sociweconomic factors Fischer
(82, 83) breaks with anthropological conventions by systematically looking
across national boundaries to analyze the dynamic interactions between
religious and political ideologies and their class bases in the Arab and
non-Arab Muslim Middle East El-Guindi’s (71) work on modest dress and
the veil among the Egyptian women participating 1n the new Islamic move-
ments blends exploration of ideology with sociopolitical and economic
analysis to undercut any simple understandings of Islamic militancy as a
“back-to-Islam” problem Antoun (16) considers the social orgamzation of
a traditon through the Friday sermons of a single Mushm preacher in
Jordan

Eickelman’s (69) social biography of a “traditional” Moroccan intellectual .
“focusing upon the training, career, and moral imagination of a rural gad:
[Judge]” (69 14) opens up to view a world of learming. a discursive tradition,
rarely examined by anthropoiogists Likc the people they have commonly
studied, anthropologists have tended to be nonhiterate This means they have
nerther access to archives and texts that might itlumimate what they are seeing
nor interest 1 the complex roles of texts in the communities they study The
advantages of such Iiteracy and concern with literacy for an understanding of
Islam are apparent from recent work (134, 136, 137) The danger 15 that the
pull of classical Orentalism with its privileging of textual over ethnographic
Islam mught shift the balance (10) and drag anthropologists away from
studying current practices, meanings. and social contexts

The theoretical approach that seems to be emerging. as these diverse
elements are brought together 1n ways that make 1t difficult to treat Islam as
etther a monolithic system of beliefs or an all-determmmng structure, nught
well follow lines set by Bourdieu and Foucault From Bourdieu (33), one
might borrow and explore the notion of “body hexis,” which suggests ways
individuals come to five as natural, through their very body movements, the
basic principles of an “ideology ” This could be helpful for thinking about the
orgamzation of space i Mushm socienies or the meamng of prayer and
ptlgrmmage Notions like “practice,” which focus on action rather than thought
and treat mdividvals as improvisors {constrained by a set of already de-
termined forces) whose acts create the patterned realities the analyst perceives
as the result of obeying rules. might allow us to interrelate Muslim tradstions
and texts and socioeconomic formations n particular societies i the Arab
world
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Like Foucault one mught lay the stress on discourse Asad argues, for
example, that “1f one wants to wnte an anthropology of lslam one should
begin, as Mushims do. from the concept of a discursive tradion that includes
and relates itself to the founding texts of the Qur’an and the Hadith. Islam 1s
neither a distinctive social structure nor a heterogeneous collection of beliefs,
artifacts, customs, and morals It 15 a tradition” (24 14)

Two caveats must be added First, discourse must be taken to tnclude oral
as well as wnitten forms Sayings. greeungs. and invocanons of God and the
Prophet in evervday lhife are just as important as founding texts Second,
discourses are always multiple and are deployed for purposes by individuals
and social groups under given social conditions at particular hastorical mo-
ments Islamic discourse 15 no different, as 1s particularly obvious n the
postcolomal societies of today's Arab world

Whatever shortcomings Asad has uncovered in the anthropology of Islam.
the strengths of the anthrepological study of Islam relative to other disciplin-
ary approaches are considerable Within anthropology. the tendency to ex-
plan societies 1o terms of a single totahzing concept 15 nearly always coun-
tered by attention to cross-cultural differences and to the relevance of a vanety
of domams. from political economy to gender relations This tendency 15
further tempered by the fieldwork encounter. which can introduce an-
thropolegsts to a vartety of ordmary individuats whose statements and actions
are nerther mtermally consistent nor consistent among individuals or social
groups They are certmnly not consistent 1n any straightforward way with
learned or scrptural statements Since the anthropology of religion de-
veloped, like most anthrepology, 1n the study of nonliterate societies. there
remams a healthy bias toward looking for religion in what people say and do

If the notion of Islam as a discursive tradition 1n addition suggests that more
attention must be paid to the interplay between these everyday practices and
discourses and the religious texts they mvoke, the histonies of which they are a
part, and the political enterpnises of which they partake, this 15 a theoretical
enterprise that hnks Middle East anthropologists to those explonng similar
problems with respect to other complex civilizations, mcluding China and
India This zone of theomzing links Muddle East anthropologists to others
concerned with developiag methods and theortes appropnate to analyzing the
heterogeneous and complex types of situations 1n which most of the world’s
people now hive

Perhaps Asad’s most significant point. though. and one that resonates with
the 1ssues I have been raising generally in this review, 15 found m s
concluding remarks on the positioning of scholars of Istam m relatton to the
tradition that 1s their object Recognizing that “to write about a tradition 1s to
be 1 a certaimn narrative relation to 1t. a relation that will vary according to
whether one supports or opposes the tradiion, or regards it as morally
neutral.” he goes on to suggest that contests about how to represent the
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tradition “will be determined not only by the powers and knowledges each
side deploys, but the collective life they aspire to—or to whose survival they
are quite wrdifferent” (24 17) The positive effect such a sense of community
can have on accounts of a tradition is apparent 1n one sensitve and complex
portrart of an Arab Jewish commumty in Tumsia (181) The direction the
anthropology of the Mushm Arab world will take depends n part on how
Western anthropologists begin to position themselves n relation to Mushm
Arabs

CONCLUSION

My point about the three-zone character of anthropological theorizing 1n this
region 1s not that it takes up tssues msignificant to an understanding of hfe 1n
Arab societies, just as it 15 not Appadurai’s (17-19) mtention to deny the
existence of caste in India or to suggest that caste 1s irrelevant to an un-
derstanding of Indian society Nor do I wish to denmigrate the quality of the
work done in these areas, as should be clear from my discussion of the work, I
think much of 1t 15 very good What 1 want to suggest 15 that these three
“theoretical metonyms” do not exhaust the nichly complex and often con-
tradictory quahities both of people’s lives 1n the Arab world and of the forces
that shape them Throughout I have been concerned with why these three
metonyms might have been privileged The remamning question 1s what they
exclude

Someone steeped 1n Middle East anthropology mught ask Well, what else
could one talk about? In answer. one might tum first to what else has been
done, second, to a companson with anthropological theorizing about other
ethnographic areas, and third, beyond the concerns of classical anthropology
I do not want to imply that scattered individuals, more all the time, have not
asked different questions of the Arab world or looked nto different matters
Granted, some approaches are indebted to the hiterature of Onientalism rather
than anthropology, but not all. Examples of different 1ssues taken up are
markets (30, 116, 138), cultural pluralism (28), narratives or the verbal arts 1n
a soclety known for the richness of its play of language and 1ts own apprecia-
tion of that richness (4, 37, 38, 41, 65, 130, 174, 175), concepts of the person
or emotions (4. 5, 36. 51, 167), medical systems (143), and agranan hfe
(105, 173)

The relative poverty of theonzing within Arab world anthropology about
such subjects of great concern 1 other ethnographic areas 1s glarning n at least
two cases In a recent review of the anthropology of the emotions (120)
references to literature on the Pacific were legion, those to that on the Middle
East were few Smmularly, in Roseberry’s 1988 review of the anthropological
literature on political economy (164), the only references to work on the Arab
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world were to a few articles on the Sudan More telling 1s the way work on the
political economy of the Arab world mirrors this absence In hus recent book
on agnicuitural transformation 1n rural Egypt, practically the only references
Hopkins mekes to theoretical works by anthropologists are to ones wntten by
Afncansts  Economic anthropology has hardly been done in the Middle East
(but see 104, 105, 116, 138, 171)

There 15 httle indication that peasants or farmers form a less substantial part
of the population or are less smportant in the Arab world than in many African
counirres And amthropologists—who. after all, can do fieldwork n vil-
lages——are 1n a privileged position to comment on a set of questions that have
recently begun to mterest South and Southeast Asian scholars the relationship
between peasants and the state as hived on the local level, and especially the
coexistence of resistance and cooperasion Are there household economies
only 1 Afnca? Is there peasant resistance only in Asia? Is there capitahist
trapsformation of rural areas only 1n Latin Amernica? It 1s tesimony to the
dearth of recent work on peasants that practically the only monograph (54) on
an Arab peasant group that 15 1 print and popular for classroom use, reviewed
m major anthropological jourpals and carrymg a foreword by a noted an-
thropologist, 18 a journalistic account (supposedly based on fieldwork) that
contains long passages hifted from a prewar classic on the Egyptian peasant
(26). reproducing the ahistoricism and colomal stereotypes of that penod
(140}

By bewng less parochial in their reacding and turning to other dynamic areas
within anthropology. Middle East anthropologists may begin to break out of
the compellimg zones to which they have been drawn Harem theory has, 1
think, begun to benefit from its contact with fermst anthropology But
turning 1o other regions will not provide all the answers Anthropologists of
the Arab world are confronted with the same dilemmas troubling an-
thropologists of other regions and persuasions Are the concerns of classical
anthropological theory adequate to the world they seek to grasp? What should
anthropology become” What should anthropologists study and how should
they go about their work” Who should deterrmine their questions. and who 1s
thewr audience”

Advocating a self-critical reflection on the fieldwork encounter and on the
processes of writing ethnographies and theonzing, alomg with a sharply
self-critical analysis of the relations between the societies that study and those
that are studied. s a first step It 1s not, however. enough to criticize what has
gone on before This, in a sense, 15 the flaw in Asad’s project (with the cntical
Middle Eastern studies group) of only, if carefully, deconstructing key texts
(99) New projects and approaches involving hieldwork or historical research
must also be developed Swedenburg (180), for example, combines attention
to the politics of scholarship and a greater awareness of the political m
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peoples’ lives 1n his analysis of the relatonship between Palestimans’ un-
certain constructicn, under military occupation, of a natronal historical mem-
ory and his own position as an American researcher writing about the subject
for an American audience

One approach 1s to pursue the implications of anthropology’s Western
ornigins and center The value of works such as Said’s (169} analysis of
scholarstup on *“the Onient” and Alloula’s (12) analysis of colonial postcards
from Algeria 1s that they turn back the gaze to wiich Arabs have been
subjected by revealing the patterns and politics of the cultural productions of
the West Anthropologists can do something similar In addition to critically
analyzing, as this review has done. their scholarly productions, they can turn
back the gaze on themselves and the society that produced them by letting the
worlds they come to know bring their assumptions and analytical categones,
not to mention their whole enterprise, into question, something that has
always to some extent been part of anthropology’s project (127) Rabmow
(157) calls this the project of “anthropologizing the West.” something Mitch-
ell (139) has done 1n a systematic way through a study of the colomization of
Egypt and that others are also beginning to do (e g £52) Such an an-
thropologizing would include among other things recogmzing the ways the
Western self and sense of identity continue to be formed through an opposi-
tion to the non-Western other. and exploning further the ways anthropological
theorizing and 1ts categories are culture bound, historically specific, and
pohtically charged

Another approach might be to unsettle disciplimary, geographic. and tem-
poral boundaries by focusing on a wider range of 1ssues crucial to everyday
life in commumties 1n the Arab world Some of these 1ssues have been raised
by intellectuals from the region. some by the many kinds of ordinary n-
dividuals with whom we work 1n the field Few of these people have much
interest 1n metropohtan anthropological theory We would have to go to the
cores as well as the penipheries of the Arab world. to cities. towns, and
villages connected to each other and to us by transnational cultural forms,
global communications. labor migration. and nternational debt (including the
poverty 1t enforces and the political violence it encourages) Addmng some less
obviously “anthropological™ 1ssues. often pressing ones that people live with,
to those on which we work, we mught try to conswder such things as state
violence and represston, class mequalities. consumensm, military occupa-
tion, changing politics of gender and sexuality, migration. exile, and work, to
name just a few

To make sense of peoples” lives and the forces that structure them, we will
also have to break with the classic anthropological predisposition to ignore the
historical and current interactions between this part of the world and others
(185) The local, 1 the Arab world as elsewhere. cannot be understood



THE ARAB WORLD n

without reference to the noniocal, even 1f it should not be reduced to 1t
Transnationa! flows of culture, caputal, political power, and mlitary force
have shaped ordimnary life i the Arab world for centuries With the growing
importance of Islamic movements, the flows are beginming once agamn to go n
several directions at once (see 6) All this must be traced historically, without.
however. stopping at the now comfortably distant colonial period Taking 1t
into the present 15 critical, both to analyze process and to be able to consider
such phenomena as forms of histoncal consciousness or mventions of tradi-
tions

History 1s umportant 1n another way  If Onientalist scholarship looked to the
past to define the essence of Arab civilization. anthropology’s ahistonicism
has tended to produce its own brand of essenttahstn—the essentialism of Arab
culture Bringing the region into historical time, exploning the ways the
complex situations m which people live have been historically produced, and
showing how transformations have been and are now being lived by particular
individuats, famihes. and communities are steps the anthropology of the Arab
world must take The result will be to make more flud the boundanes of
anthropological discourse on the Arab world
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